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known for a hundred years. In April 1 894 one of the best farming
witnesses before the Royal Commission on Agriculture had just
been 'selling splendid wheat at 24?. a quarter in Cambridgeshire9.1
On 22 September the official average calculated from the returns
of 198 markets was 19^. 8d. I The average for the whole year was
2<zs. iod.9 and for 1895, 23^. id. These proved to be zero figures;
thenceforward there was a gradual rise. But it was never enough
to restore confidence in good cultivation. The witness quoted
above, who farmed over 1,000 acres of the best arable in the
country, had laid down about a third of it to grass — 'anything
that would not plough with a pair of horses', i.e. the richest land,
England's wheat-fields diminished by another half million acres
between 1890 and 1900, and at the latter date covered only a
little over half the acreage of 1872. They went on shrinking
down to 1 9 1 4. Many other things shrank with them. In 1 888 the
gross amount received by landlords from farm rents was £59
millions ; by 1 90 1 it had fallen to £42 millions. In 1 897 the Royal
Commission observed in their final Report, that 'over a very con-
siderable part of this country true rent has entirely vanished,
since the owners are not receiving the ordinary interest upon the
sum which it would cost to erect buildings, fences, &c., as good
as those now existing'.2 Further changes came over the per-
sonnel of the farming class, as families with fine traditions, who
had just survived the first depression, succumbed to the second.
There was much dispute before the commission, whether occu-
pants of small farms or large weathered the storm best; but
general agreement, that yeoman farmers suffered as much or
more than tenants, since they usually had a heavy mortgage
interest to pay, which could not be reduced like a rent. The
only class 'whose conditions improved were the labourers. For
whereas wheat prices in 1900 were only 47-5 per cent, of those in
1871, farm wages were 120 per cent, of the 1871 figure.3 The rise
does not appear to have been determined by any cause within the
industry, but by the levels attainable in alternative occupations
outside. Hence it was accompanied by a heavy fall in the num-
bers employed. Between the censuses of 1871 and 1901 the male
1 Evidence (Gd. 7400 of 1894), &» Q- 1
a Gd. 8540 of 1897, P* 28.
3 A. Wilson Fox, 'Agricultural Wages in England', in the Journal of the Royal
Statistical Society, vol. Ixvi, pt. ii (1903), p. 60. See also his two Reports on the
Wages, Earnings, and Conditions of Employment of Agricultural Labourers in the United
Kingdom (Gd. 346 of 1900 and Cd. 2376 of 1905).

